1. Introduction
===============

Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) constitutes more than 90% of cases of primary liver cancer, which represents the fifth most common cancer globally and the third most common cause of cancer-related mortality.^\[[@R1],[@R2]\]^ Both hepatitis B virus and hepatitis C virus are believed to be major causes of chronic hepatitis and liver cirrhosis, which are at high risk for progressing to HCC. Clinical outcome of HBV or HCV infection is generally separated into spontaneous recovery, chronic hepatitis, liver cirrhosis, and HCC.^\[[@R3]--[@R5]\]^ Only a fraction of patients with chronic HBV or HCV infection, however, progress to HCC during their lifetime. The underlying mechanism responsible for the difference in clinical outcome between individuals is far from clear. A potential explanation for this discrepancy may be at least partly due to host genetic factors,^\[[@R6]\]^ and studies investigating these factors have provided some clues for this discrepancy.

Recent studies have demonstrated that 2 single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) of IL28B rs12979860 and rs8099917, are involved in the diversity of immune responses to HCV infection.^\[[@R7]\]^ Similarly, IL28B polymorphisms may also play a critical role in the natural history of chronic HBV infection.^\[[@R8]--[@R10]\]^ Mechanistic studies suggest that Interferon-λ3 (IFN-λ3) encoded by the interleukin 28B (IL28B) gene has been involved in the defense mechanisms against several viruses including HBV and HCV.^\[[@R11]--[@R13]\]^ Moreover, it has been claimed that IL28B genotype could serve as a prognostic factor for patients with HBV or HCV infection, especially for those who received interferon treatment.^\[[@R14]\]^

The potential association between IL28B polymorphisms and the risk of HCC development among individuals with chronic HBV or HCV infection, however, has not yet to be determined, although IL28B SNPs have been shown to link to the clinical prognosis of HBV or HCV infected subjects.^\[[@R2],[@R3],[@R15],[@R16]\]^ Several studies examining the association of IL28B rs12979860 polymorphism with the risk of HCC found that IL28B rs12979860 CC genotype may be a protective factor for HCC among subjects with HBV or HCV infection, particularly for those who accept IFN treatment but fail to achieve sustained virology response (SVR).^\[[@R2],[@R17],[@R18]\]^ A similar association between IL28B rs8099917 TT genotype and a decreased risk of HCC have also been observed in patients with chronic HCV genotype 1 infection and treatment based on IFN plus ribavirin.^\[[@R9],[@R19]\]^ These studies regarding the impact of IL28 polymorphisms on the risk of HCC, however, have not yet to draw a consistent conclusion, because of the heterogeneity in patient ethnicity, the different underlying cause for HCC, and limited sample size. Therefore, this study aimed to determine the association between IL28B rs12979860 and rs8099917 polymorphisms and the risk of HCC among individuals with HBV or HCV infection.

2. Methods
==========

2.1. Literature search strategy and study selection
---------------------------------------------------

PubMed, EMBASE, and Chinese National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI) databases were searched for relevant articles published up to October 2018. The search strategy were: (((((cancer∗\[Title/Abstract\]) OR neoplasm∗\[Title/Abstract\]) OR carcinoma∗\[Title/Abstract\]) OR malignanc∗\[Title/Abstract\] AND ((liver\[Title/Abstract\]) OR hepatic\[Title/Abstract\]) OR hepatocellular\[Title/Abstract\])) OR (((hepatocarcinoma\[Title/Abstract\]) OR "liver cell carcinoma∗"\[Title/Abstract\]) OR hepatoma\[Title/Abstract\])) AND ((((((((IFN-lambda-3∗\[Title/Abstract\]) OR IFNL3∗ \[Title/Abstract\]) OR Interferon lambda-3∗ \[Title/Abstract\]) OR interleukin 28B∗ \[Title/Abstract\]) OR IL-28B∗ \[Title/Abstract\]) OR IL28B∗ \[Title/Abstract\])) OR "IL28B protein, human" \[Supplementary Concept\])). Also, we identified the literature cited by the articles retrieved from the databases.

Studies were included and excluded following the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) flow diagram.^\[[@R20]\]^ Also, this meta-analysis was performed according to the statement of the meta-analysis of Observational Studies in Epidemiology, because of the observational design of included studies.^\[[@R21]\]^ No ethical approval and patient consent are required because all analyses were based on previously published studies.

2.2. Study selection criteria
-----------------------------

Two researchers independently inspected all articles identified in the search. Any disagreements on the eligibility of studies were resolved by discussion. Eligible studies met the following criteria:

1.  observational studies (cohort, nested case-control, or case-control studies);

2.  patients who were divided into an HCC group and a non-HCC group, with or without HBV/HCV infection;

3.  the incidence of HCC was compared with the IL28B rs12979860 CC genotype vs the CT/TT genotypes combined, or with the rs8099917 TT genotype vs the TG/GG genotypes combined; and

4.  adequate information was provided to calculate the odds ratio with 95% confidence intervals.

Studies that met any of the following criteria were excluded:

1.  the study was not designed to address the critical question (HCC);

2.  the article was not original (including reviews, letters, and editorials); and

3.  abstracts, conference proceedings, unpublished reports, reviews, and overlapping findings.

2.3. Data extraction and quality assessment
-------------------------------------------

Data extraction was conducted by 1 researcher using predefined forms and was then checked independently for accuracy by another researcher. The following information was extracted: first author, publication year, ethnicity, and geographical area of the study subjects, number of total cases, genotype frequency of IL28B in all cases, number of HCC cases, and genotype frequency of IL28B in HCC cases.

Two researchers assessed the quality of included studies independently using the Newcastle--Ottawa quality assessment scale. Each study could be awarded to a maximum of 9 scores by evaluating its 3 aspects (selection, comparability, and outcome). A study with 7 or more scores was considered to be of high quality. Any disagreements on the results of data extraction and quality assessment were resolved by discussion.

2.4. Statistical analysis
-------------------------

Statistical analyses were performed using Stata version 12.0 software programs (StataCorp LP in College Station, TX). The statistical significance level was set at *P* \< .05 under the 2-sided test unless otherwise specified. The association between IL28B SNPs and HCC was analyzed based on the ORs with 95% CIs (CC vs CT/TT for rs12979860, TT vs TG/GG for rs8099917). The statistical heterogeneity among the studies was assessed with *I*^2^-statistics (*I*^*2*^ \> 75.0% representing substantial heterogeneity, 50.0%≤ *I*^*2*^ ≤ 75.0% representing moderate heterogeneity, *I*^*2*^ \< 50% representing low heterogeneity) and Cochran\'s Q statistic (*P* \< .10 suggesting statistical significance).^\[[@R22]\]^ Random-effects model was used to estimate pooled ORs whether or not heterogeneity between studies exists. The significance of the pooled ORs was determined using the *Z* test, and *P* \< .05 was defined as statistically significant.

Sensitivity analyses were conducted by sequential omission of individual studies to check the stability of the pooled results. Publication bias was evaluated using Egger test and Begg test.^\[[@R23],[@R24]\]^

3. Results
==========

3.1. Characteristics of included studies
----------------------------------------

Initially, 158 citations and 358 citations were identified from PubMed and EMBASE, respectively. According to the eligibility criteria, a total of 28 citations were thought to be potentially relevant after reviewing titles and abstracts. Six citations were further excluded after reading the full text carefully. Two studies were found to be eligible for inclusion in the process of hand search. Thus, 24 studies evaluating IL28B rs12979860 and rs8099917 were ultimately included in this meta-analysis, in which 18 studies evaluated the IL28B rs12979860 genotype CC vs CT/TT,^\[[@R1],[@R2],[@R7],[@R8],[@R17]--[@R19],[@R23],[@R25]--[@R33]\]^ and 15 studies evaluated the IL28B rs8099917 genotype TT vs TG/GG^\[[@R1],[@R7],[@R9],[@R17],[@R19],[@R23],[@R26],[@R30],[@R32],[@R34]--[@R39]\]^ (Fig. [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}).

![Included and excluded studies: the PRISMA flow diagram.](medi-98-e17275-g001){#F1}

The basic characteristics of the studies are presented in Tables [1](#T1){ref-type="table"} and [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}. Overall, 24 studies included in this meta-analysis involved 20238 individuals (HCC group = 8725 vs control group = 11513) for the association of HCC incidence with IL28B rs12979860 and rs8099917, respectively. Among all the eligible studies, there are 23 case-control studies and 1 cohort study. As for quality assessment, 19 (79%) studies were found to be of high quality, indicating the quality of included studies was generally good (Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Characteristics of the included studies examining the association of IL28B rs12979860 polymorphism with the risk of HCC.

![](medi-98-e17275-g002)

###### 

Characteristics of the included studies examining the association of IL28B rs8099917 polymorphism with the risk of HCC.

![](medi-98-e17275-g003)

###### 

Methodological quality of studies included in the final analysis based on the Newcastle--Ottawa Scale for assessing the quality of (a) case--control studies; (b) cohort studies.

![](medi-98-e17275-g004)

3.2. The influence of IL28B rs12979860 polymorphism on the risk of HCC among patients with HBV or HCV infection
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Eighteen studies examining the association between the IL28B rs12979860 polymorphism and the risk of HCC were included in this meta-analysis. Random-effects model was used for calculating pooled OR. The pooled result suggested that the IL28B rs12979860 CC genotype is significantly associated with a decreased risk of HCC compared with the IL28B rs12979860 CT/TT genotype (OR = 0.71, 95% CI = 0.57--0.88; Fig. [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}, Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). The heterogeneity test showed that *I*^2^ = 73.7% (Cochran *Q* test, *P* \< .01). Both Egger test and Begg test suggested no publication bias in the meta-analysis of the association between the IL28B rs12979860 polymorphism and the risk of HCC (*P* = .072, .198, respectively) (Fig. [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}, Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}).

![The influence of IL28B rs12979860 polymorphism (genotype CC vs CT/TT) on the risk of HCC among patients with HBV or HCV infection. The squares represent the risk estimate for each study. The sizes of the squares reflect the weight assigned to the study. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals. The diamond represents the summary effect, with width representing 95% confidence interval. CI = confidence interval, OR = odds ratio.](medi-98-e17275-g005){#F2}

###### 

Summary of the influence of IL28B polymorphisms on the risk of HCC.
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3.3. The influence of IL28B rs8099917 polymorphism on the risk of HCC among patients with HBV or HCV infection
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Fifteen studies reporting data on the association between the IL28B rs8099917 polymorphism and the risk of HCC were included in the meta-analysis. Random-effects model was used for the calculation of pooled OR. The pooled result suggested that IL28B rs8099917 TT genotype is significantly linked to a decreased risk of HCC compared with IL28B rs8099917 GT/GG genotype (OR = 0.82, 95% CI = 0.72--0.94) (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}, Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). The heterogeneity test showed that *I*^2^ = 13.1% (Cochran *Q* test, *P* = .307). Both Egger test and Begg test suggested no publication bias in the meta-analysis of the association between the IL28B rs8099917 polymorphism and the risk of HCC (*P* = .268, .843, respectively) (Fig. [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}, Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}).

![The influence of-of IL28B rs8099917 polymorphism (genotype TT vs TG/GG) on the risk of HCC among patients with HBV or HCV infection.](medi-98-e17275-g007){#F3}

![Egger test and Begg test for the evaluation of publication bias of 18 studies on the association of IL28B rs12979860 polymorphism with the risk of HCC (A, B), and 15 of studies on the association of IL28B rs8099917 polymorphism with the risk of HCC (C, D).](medi-98-e17275-g008){#F4}

3.4. Sensitivity analysis
-------------------------

A sensitivity analysis was conducted by sequentially omitting each study to determine the influence of individual study on the overall results of this meta-analysis (Fig. [5](#F5){ref-type="fig"}). The omission of any single study had no significant effects on either comparison model of the IL28B rs12979860 or rs8099917 polymorphism, suggesting the robustness for the results in this meta-analysis.

![Sensitivity analysis for the association of IL28B rs12979860 (A) and IL28B rs8099917 (B) polymorphisms with the risk of HCC among patients with HBV or HCV infection.](medi-98-e17275-g009){#F5}

4. Discussion
=============

HCC is the fifth most common cancer worldwide and the third most common cause of cancer mortality.^\[[@R1],[@R2]\]^ The carcinogenesis and progression of HCC is a complex multistep process that involves multiple genetic and epigenetic events.^\[[@R40]--[@R43]\]^ HBV or HCV is believed to be major causes of chronic hepatitis and liver cirrhosis, which are at high risk of progressing to HCC. Generally, the inflammation induced by chronic HBV or HCV infection is regarded as the driving force in the progression of HCC.^\[[@R1],[@R44]--[@R46]\]^ An increasing number of studies suggested that IL28B polymorphisms play a vital role in the clinical outcome of chronic HBV or HCV infection owing to the association of IL28B polymorphisms with the response to IFN treatment in patients with HBV or HCV infection.

Moreover, IL28B rs12979860 and rs8099917 polymorphisms are linked to liver fibrosis staging and a higher risk of progressing to HCC development in patients with HBV or HCV infection. Recent studies have focused on the association of IL28B polymorphisms with the occurrence of HCC during the process of chronic HBV or HCV infection. However, the precise role of IL28B polymorphisms in hepatocarcinogenesis is not entirely clear, and the possible association between the IL28B polymorphisms and the risk of HCC remains controversial.

Several studies have investigated the impact of the IL28B rs12979860 SNPs (genotype CC vs CT/TT) on the occurrence of HCC. However, different conclusions on the association were reached. The results from 2 separate studies showed that IL28B CC genotype was associated with a decreased incidence of HCC in patients with chronic HBV and HCV infection among individuals with HBV or HCV infection,^\[[@R2],[@R17],[@R18]\]^ whereas no significant difference in the incidence of HCC was observed between genotypes CC and CT/TT in other studies.^\[[@R19],[@R28]--[@R32]\]^ Similarly, evidence from studies focusing on the relationship of IL28B rs8099917 SNPs (genotype TT vs TG/GG) with the risk of HCC reflected a similar trend. A lower incidence of HCC has also been observed among patients with the IL 28B rs8099917 TT genotype compared with the IL28B non-TT genotype.^\[[@R19]\]^ In contrast, several studies presented the opposite conclusion that there is no significant difference in the risk of HCC between the different genotypes.^\[[@R17],[@R30],[@R32],[@R34]--[@R37]\]^ Totally, studies examining the association between the risk of HCC and IL28B polymorphism have shown inconsistent conclusion.

In this meta-analysis, we searched for studies focusing on the association between SNPs of the IL28B gene (rs12979860 and rs8099917) and the occurrence of HCC owing to various etiologies. IL28B rs12979860 gene polymorphism is associated with the incidence of HCC. The IL28B rs12979860 CC genotype was associated with a significant decrease in the incidence of HCC compared with the CT/TT genotype (OR = 0.71, 95% CI = 0.57--0.88). Similarly, the IL28B rs8099917 TT genotype was associated with a significant decrease in the incidence of HCC compared with the GT/GG genotype (OR = 0.82, 95% CI = 0.72--0.94). In brief, IL28B rs12979860 CC and rs8099917 TT genotypes could be considered as protective factors for HCC in patients with HBV or HCV infection.

The potential molecular mechanisms underlying the effects of the IL28B polymorphisms on the risk of HCC remain unclear. Shi et al reported that the IL28B rs12979860 non-CC genotype results in lower IL28A/B mRNA and IL28B protein levels compared with the T-alleles. Furthermore, reduced IL28B expression tends to be associated with more active and advanced stages of liver disease.^\[[@R1]\]^ IL28B polymorphisms are strongly associated with HCV clearance and the response of HCV patients to IFN treatment .^\[[@R47]\]^ Peg-IFN plus ribavirin decrease the occurrence of HCC in HBV- or HCV-infected patients who achieve a sustained virological response and have not yet progressed to cirrhosis.^\[[@R3]\]^ A nested case-control study in Taiwan reported that unfavorable genotype IL28B genotypes (rs12979860 CT/TT and rs8099917 GT/GG) were associated with spontaneous HCV RNA clearance, and variants associated with less likelihood of spontaneous HCV RNA clearance were associated with increased risk for HCC in patients infected by HCV genotype 1.^\[[@R26]\]^ Thus, the impact of IL28B SNPs on the risk of HCC may be indirect and primarily influenced by the effect of IFN treatment in HCV patients. However, a large-scale, long-term cohort study reported a significantly higher incidence of HCC in non-TT patients among non-SVRs, indicating that the impact of non-TT on the risk of HCC was not fully explained by the poor virological response rates observed in non-TT patients.

Similarly, controversy regarding the effect of IL28B SNPs on hepatitis B infection has persisted for a long time.^\[[@R10],[@R48]\]^ A systematic review has provided evidence that there is no direct association between common IL28B polymorphisms and the spontaneous clearance rate of hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg).^\[[@R8],[@R49]\]^ However, recent studies have reported that IL28B polymorphisms are associated with a higher chance of HBsAg seroclearance during the natural history of chronic B infection. Several studies have demonstrated that IL28B SNPs (rs12979860 and rs8099917) are significantly associated with the risk of chronic hepatitis B infection and the risk of HCC.^\[[@R7]\]^ Hence, the impact of IL28B SNPs on the risk of HCC may be partly influenced by the IFN treatment effect in HBV patients.

This study has some limitations. Statistical heterogeneity was observed in the model of IL28B rs12979860 for the risk of HCC. The heterogeneity may be caused by discrepancies in clinical characteristics between the different studies, including but not limited to the variation in fibrosis staging and the genotype of HCV or HBV. Although the limitations exist, the sensitivity analysis showed that the omission of any individual study had no significant impact on the final results for either the IL28B rs12979860 or the rs8099917 SNP model, suggesting the robustness for the pooled results in our meta-analysis. Also, methodological differences, such as dissimilarities in the selection of controls, treatment options, follow-up time, or diagnostic criteria for HCC also contribute to heterogeneity.

This meta-analysis has strengths, although there are limitations.^\[[@R50]--[@R52]\]^ First, this meta-analysis was performed using a comprehensive search of multiple databases and thus, included adequate numbers of original studies. Second, a proper sensitivity analysis was carried to confirm the robustness of the results of this meta-analysis.

In conclusion, both IL28B rs12979860 CC and rs8099917 TT genotypes are protective factors for the development of HCC among patients with HBV or HCV infection. Future prospective studies examining the impact of IL28B polymorphisms on the risk of HCC and investigating the underlying mechanism for the protective role of IL28B polymorphisms in HCC development are warranted.
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